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Capturing the Vital Role of Characters
in Creative Writing
Diane Kinsler is an assistant professor ofEnglish and general education and the director
of the Writing Center at Olivet College in Olivet, Michigan. Christina Chateauvert is an
Olivet College senior with a major in journalism and a minor in English. Kinsler is the
principal author of this article, which features a fiction piece written by Chateauvert.

always, the 1998 Michigan Readng Association Conference
provided us with real treats as we
listened to Regie Routman,
Harvey "Smokey" Daniels, Tamie DePaola,
Ken Goodman, Tom Romano, Donald
Graves, and even Governor John Engler,
among others, speak on topics from phonics
to fiction, from standardized testing to authentic assessment, from kids falling through
the cracks to best practice. As always, like
many others, I left the conference feeling renewed, energized, enthusiastic, and validated
for many of my own beliefs and practices.
Like many others, I was eager to use much
of what I had learned during those few exciting days spent at the conference.
Back at school, my chance to connect the
conference with my own work came more
easily than I could have imagined. I quickly
discovered that students were already demonstrating some of what I had learned. One
of my students, Christina, was studying authors through their letters in another one of
her classes, and she chose to experiment with
this form of expression for an assignment in
our writing class. As I read Christina's letter,
I was moved to tears by the content, but I was
also astounded by how her writing demonstrated exactly what Donald Graves had
described when he spoke about the vital role
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that characters play by showing the truth and
thereby producing good writing. He explained
that across the curriculum, characters provide
many answers. For instance, he said, if one
wants to understand the Declaration of Independence, one should first try to understand
Thomas Jefferson. Graves went on to explain
the importance of details that help build the
character, the dilemma posed by the opposites within the character, and the author's
efforts to take those opposites and bend them
together toward an understanding though the
opposites never quite meet (Graves, 1998).
He read several pieces of his own writing as
examples of the impact that autobiography
can have on understanding.
Christina's letter has all the elements that
Graves discussed. The descriptive details and
the opposites expressed in the title, in the opposing lifestyles, and in the fictional writer's
emotions, as well as her efforts to reconcile
her experiences all come together to give the
reader great insight into the character's dilemma. When I asked Christina to describe
the dilemma of her character, Madison, she
remarked, "The opposites in my letter never
quite meet because the piece leaves the reader
wondering which direction Madison's life
will take next."
The writing class that Christina took with
me was offered as an option to fulfill Olivet
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College's graduation requirement in service
learning. Choosing from several alternative
projects, the students decided to form a writing partnership with high school students.
Together, they would write pieces about the
town of Olivet, based on interviews to be
conducted with longtime Olivet residents.
Our goals were to learn more about our community and share what we learned with
others. We did learn quite a bit about Olivet,
but during the process the students discovered that they had plenty of their own ideas
about life in our small town, and rather than
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conduct interviews about the experiences of
others, they all preferred to write creatively
about their own experiences. The result was
inspired poetry, essays, and fiction, including Christina's letter. All of the work was
published in a class booklet and shared with
teachers, administrators, parents, and friends.
First I cried when I read Christina's letter.
Then I asked if she would be willing to share
it as a wonderful and exciting example of
what Donald Graves taught us about writing.
She readily agreed to do so, and it is our pleasure to share her letter with you here.

LETTING GO, BUT STILL REMEMBERING

Dear Christopher,
I know that you didn't expect to hear from me after all this time - so many years.
I really don't know why I am writing; opening that door that we shut so long ago.
I guess I am thinking about you, wondering how you are, and hoping that maybe
you are thinking about me, too. So much has happened in my life, but let me start
with where everything seemed to fit together.
Leaving behind the city was hard. I realized that I did love seeing new faces
every time I turned around. The convenience of at least one restaurant on every
block, the noise, the sounds of cars, the peacefulness I only achieved through lighting some candles in my apartment and sinking my worries in a tub of hot water,
listening to the delicate sounds of Enya. How could I leave all of this behind?
What was I thinking?
It was never a thought in my mind to leave the city until I met him. He knocked
on my door one day. Opening it to find a complete stranger and a husband at the
same time. He had knocked on the wrong door, but with the opening of that door,
my life opened to a whole different world.
By this time, I had let go of what you and I held so dear. I still remembered all
the walks, the candlelight dinners, the hugs, the kisses, the love, but that was the
past and this was the future.
Moving on, I fell for this mysterious man the moment I saw him. Before I knew
it, we were serious. I had a ring on my finger and wedding bells played their tune
in my mind. I was happy, blissful even. Can you ever imagine me being blissful?
Probably not the Madison you knew.
Everything was going wonderful in the city with our lives, until we heard the
news about his father. He had passed on. This devastated my husband and put
quite a strain on our relationship. Often our nights were spent separated because
I pushed him to open up and he would never give in. Those were the nights that at
one p 'clock in the morning, I would feel his hand taking mine and leading me back
to him. He would let go of the hurt. With the news of his father's death, there was
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also the issue of his estate; a farm, located in some small town I had never heard
of Olivet. What kind of name was that? Was it even on the map?
Soon I found myself packing our things to leave behind the city. The car ride
seemed to take a century. Never did I think that we would arrive, but there was the
sign on the highway, OLIVET, NEXT TWO EXITS. We were there. As soon as the
car crawled into town, I noticed the humble homes; the shutters broken away from
the windows, dangling in the wind, almost to snap offfor good. I noticed the paint
chipping away from the sides of houses, the porches that were caving in ... I noticed absolutely everything wrong with Olivet. As far as I could tell, nothing could
ever come of this little town, and I would never be happy again. I realized that I
had traded my Bloomingdale 's for the Trash and Treasure, Chez Moi for Tim's
Pizza, and an apartment full of fineries for a rundown farmhouse that would take
years to fix every nook and cranny.
Tears filled my eyes when I pulled up to what to me looked like an old barn,
barely standing on its own. My husband had tears in his eyes as well. Not because
of the house, but because of memories he had made playing on that porch, having
his dad push him in the tractor tire hanging from the huge front tree, or the lemonade stand that he had set up (a car passing only every couple of hours).
Walking through the house, I set aside my feelings of despair. I looked at the
beautiful details and the love within the walls. Everything caught my eye and the
sadness lifted from my thoughts. I could raise my children here. I don't know what
changed my mind to this day, but some atmosphere calmed me, made me feel welcomed and loved. From that day on, I knew that I could get along with the quiet
sounds of the wind playing with the tree branches. I could get used to a slow life,
without deadlines, without the heavy pressures of society. I felt safe, content, and
more surprising, I was never lonely.
The years went by. I worked with my husband on the farm, volunteered time at
the school, and soon found myself running after several little critters at home.
These critters, being my children, grew so fast. I can still recount every moment
we shared. Grateful that I was not in the city, I was able to teach my children to
ride horses and have imaginations that made the farm absolutely any place they
wanted it to be in the entire world.
More years went by, the children grew faster, my husband and I grew older.
Before I could turn around, away went the children to college, spreading all over
the country. Here was the chance to be alone again with the man I met with the
opening of a door so long ago. We spent our days walking hand in hand, much like
you and I did. Instead of on bustling streets, we walked on green fields, through
woods, and even waded in some small mud-colored ponds. Life was generous. Life
was wonderful. I felt free and liberated.
In the city, I had always believed that I would lead the independent life. I knew,
after living in the isolation of Olivet, that I could not be independent. I counted on
the trees and birds to be there every morning when I woke up. I became dependent
on the sunsets, on the clouds that billowed in the night sky before the storm, and
on the way I could feel comfort from the wind. All of these aspects of nature be-
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came my life. I never thought it could ever be, but people change, I suppose.
My life went on filled with happiness for many, many years. I loved my husband
more with every day. I missed my children, but appreciated their visits, phone
calls, and caring cards.
It is now the end of a long road. My husband died a little under a year ago. I
have been struggling with the farm somewhat. But with the help of young adults
from town, the upkeep had been taken care of I am alone, but not lonely.
I had said good-bye to the city a long time ago. I said good-bye to my children
one by one as I dropped them off at new lives. Now, I have said good-bye to my
husband, the man that filled my heart. I have one last person to say good-bye to.
You, Christopher, because my feelings really never ended for you. They were pushed
back. Don't mistake what I am saying - I loved my husband, but I would be lying if
I said that you never crossed my mind. Wondering how you are from time to time,
I would look at my husband and forget what I was thinking. Always my love for
him was pure and strong. Now the time has come for me to say good-bye to that
last chapter in my life, which, ironically, also was one of the first chapters. I am
here, in Olivet, surrounded by the memories, swinging on the tractor tire that still
hangs from the huge front tree; waiting for my children to drive home, to have
tears fill their eyes with the sight of the old rundown house where they first knew
the true meaning of life.
Good-bye, Christopher. Good-bye.
Love,

Madison

Christina's letter is a good example of
Donald Graves' point that characters play a
vital role in good writing. Madison, the writer
of this letter, provides rich detail about her
life as she reflects upon the sophistication of
the city and contrasts it to the simplicity of
life in the small town of Olivet. She also provides rich detail as she reflects upon the "pure
and strong" love she had for her husband,
admitting at the same time that she would
sometimes forget what she was thinking as
she looked at him, but found herself wondering about her long lost love, Christopher.
Although Madison seems to have accepted,
and even embraced life in small town, and
although time and space have both intervened, it would appear that her memory of
an early love is a dilemma that she is trying
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to come to terms with through the writing of
this letter. In addition, as Christina herself
said, the opposites still have not quite met,
because the reader is left wondering what direction Madison's life will take next. Will her
children visit soon and often? Will she be able
to keep the old farmhouse? Even more intriguing, is it possible that Christopher will
come back into her life? Perhaps she has actually written the letter hoping that he might.
What do you think?

References
Graves, D. (1997). Writing for children:
Learning to tell the truth. Michigan Reading
Association Conference. Grand Rapids,
Michigan.
2 •

W1NTER

1999

11

